Nowhere are good note-taking skills more important than in the college classroom. Much of the information that you are responsible for learning comes to you through the lecture, and in some cases, the lecture is the only source for that information.
Teaching styles vary, and no two instructors are exactly alike. Some are given to subtlety, while others may say things like "read my lips". It takes practice and a little time to adapt to your instructors' styles. Keep that pencil poised and be an active listener. The classroom is no place for kicking back and relaxing. Folks who take that route usually end up taking the same course over and over again.
Use a three-ring notebook. Three-ring notebooks are more useful than spiral-bound notebooks because course materials such as syllabi and other handouts can be easily inserted in a 3 ringer. When studying or reviewing notes, you can spread them out in front of you. If someone wants to borrow your notes, you don't have to be without the rest of your notes for the duration, and in the event of something awful happening like, "I left your notes in my brother's car and he just took off for New Jersey," you don't risk the loss of your entire notebook.
Always date your notes. This may seem like a trivial point, but it's not.
Compare your notes with other students in the class. You'd be surprised to find that something you thought was important was overlooked by someone else and vice versa. This may lead to some great discussions about the class material, and we all know that students who take an interest in and talk about what they're studying typically ace the tests. It's true.
Find a note-taking system you can live with.
If you tend to take haphazard notes with the intention of rewriting them at the end of the day, you may find yourself making less progress in completing other important projects like keeping up with your reading, working on that research paper, studying for three upcoming tests, eating, sleeping, and brushing your teeth. Instead of rewriting notes, consider using a note-taking system like the one illustrated on the next page . . . In this system, the student records lecture notes in the wide right-hand margin. Afterwards, she uses the lefthand margin to consolidate the information in a way that is meaningful to her. The left-hand margin serves a variety of note-taking needs. It's great for listing those words you hastily recorded phonetically while listening to the lecture. For instance, "newmonya" will never pass for "pneumonia" on the health exam. The left margin is also a place to record any information you might have missed during the lecture.
When reviewing your notes after class, you have space to write study questions you need answered. When studying notes for a test, read your questions, cover the notes on the right, and see what you remember from the lecture. The best feature about a system like this one is that it encourages you to review notes and think about them rather than simply recopying them. An ongoing review is what's going to help master the course material.
There are lots of options when it comes to effective note-taking strategies. What works for you in one class, for one lecturer, may not work in another class. It's up to you to adopt and/or adapt a style of note-taking that works well for you. If you'd like more information on note-taking, stop by the Learning Center, Loso Hall 234. We'll be happy to assist you.
